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 few years ago, I attempted to seduce a 
spider with my singing. I had come across 
a story that circulated in newspapers 
during the nineteenth century of a group of 
schoolgirls in Kensington, West London. Each 
morning during hymn practice huge spiders 
would descend from the ceiling on strands of silk 
and hang about these girls as they sang. Once the 
girls had finished singing, the spiders would climb 
up their silken line and retreat to their webs in 
the rafters. [2] 
Spider silk is a material primed for 
vibrations. Most spiders have relatively poor 
eyesight and must use their acoustic-vibratory 
senses to detect and communicate with the world 
around them. Their silk acts as a sensory extension 
to their bodies, allowing them to identify passing 
prey or predator. It is also a vital material for spider 
courtship.xWhenxaxmalexgardenxspider,  Araneus 
diadematus, finds a female, he will spin a thread of 
silk and attach it to the female’s web. He will then 
pluck the thread like a guitar string. 
 
 
 
It’s important that he gets this serenade right, 
in particular the spacing between the notes 
which are specific to each species of spider. If 
he gets the tune right, she might mate with 
him. If he gets it wrong, he will become her 
next meal.  Even if she recognises him as a 
potential mate, their coupling appears as a 
dangerous (and very leggy) process. If he is 
injured at all she will make good use of his 
protein by eating him - fuel for the energy 
needed to grow their offspring. 
I wanted my "spider serenade" to take 
place indoors, so I first had to collect a spider and 
its web. I created a large wooden frame on a stand 
and found a female Araneus diadematus in the 
garden and placed her on the edge of this frame. I 
then left it outside overnight.  By morning she had 
spun a web inside the frame and was hanging in 
the centre. I brought the whole thing inside, and 
placed it in front of me on a table: face-to-face  
with the spider. 
When   attempting   to   communicate 
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with a spider you need to assess what part of 
your body vibrates the most. Put your hand to 
your lips and speak. The lips move, but the 
vibrations are coming from somewhere deeper. 
Speak again, and put your hand to the front of 
your throat. Here, under the skin, is your larynx. 
Two thin layers of skin that vibrate as the air from 
your lungs is pushed through them, and which 
tighten and loosen to change the pitch of your 
tune. It is here where the skin seems to vibrate 
the most. Although the girls in Kensington could 
entice spiders through the air with their singing, 
I wanted a more solid line of communication with 
the spider. I had collected some dragline silk 
from spider webs around the garden and twisted 
and wove these together to create a long spider 
silk choker which I tied around my throat. At 
its centre, I attached a long thread of spider silk 
and hooked the other end onto a radial spoke of 
the spider's web in the frame. Sitting in front of 
the framed web, it resembled a tapestry at which 
I worked. I was now connected by my neck to the 
spider’s web. 
I tried to sit still, but I couldn't stop 
the involuntary movements of my body – slight 
twitches, the pulse in my neck, my breathing – 
and these the spider could sense even when I 
was silent. She could also sense the change in air 
currents that I created when I breathed out, 
using the tiny hairs on her body. I began to hum, 
practicing my scales, and then I sang my 
serenade. 
Sometimes she did nothing; she 
simply sat motionless in the middle of her web. 
Sometimes she tensed up her legs, plucking at 
the web to find the origin of the vibrations. But 
most terrifyingly for me, she would sometimes 
shoot towards the thread of silk by which I was 
connected and grab it, slowly walking towards 
my neck. The sight and feel of a spider sitting 
three inches from my throat, a part of my body 
invisible to me, was too much. My heart raced, 
my breathing turned to panting, and I began to 
sweat. With shaking hands, I broke the silk bridge 
that connected us, and she raced back to 
the centre of her web. 
Eleanor Morgan  
Seducing Spiders, 6 minutes video, 2013 © Eleanor Morgan  
36 
What is this fear? It felt almost like a 
shrinking. When faced with a spider heading 
towards my throat, it was not that the spider 
suddenly became huge, rather that I felt I was 
reduced entirely to the size of my voice box – the 
vibrating point, invisible to me, to which she was 
heading. 
People with severe spider phobia 
often describe these alterations of scale. They 
tend to perceive spiders as unnaturally large, or 
themselves shrunk to the size of the spider’s 
prey. A repeated fear is that the spider will 
invade the inside of their body. In a series of 
interviews with spider phobics, one woman 
reports that the worst thing is, ‘probably 
the…the feeling that, you think about the feeling 
if it actually got onto you, onto your skin, the 
feeling of the legs on the skin.’ [3]  It is not the 
spider’s bite that is horrific, but its light and 
scurrying touch. Like the gentle stroke of 
Nosferatu’s nails along your cheek, it is a 
moment of anticipation: something horrific will 
follow. But it is also dreadful because it is the 
same touch as that of the seducer; a touch that 
barely touches, causing a rush of blood and 
shakes of expectation. 
In my spider serenade, why did she 
sometimes respond, and sometimes do nothing? 
It could be that I occasionally hit certain 
frequencies that resonated with her – that were 
transformed through the silk bridge and her legs 
into the frequency of a buzzing fly or the plucking 
of a male spider. There is a chain of membranes 
and threads, carrying the vibrations from one 
body to another: from the air passing through 
the vocal folds of my voice box, the skin of my 
throat, the thread of silk, the web of the spider, 
her claw on the web, to the slits in her legs. The 
experience of these sounds, however, differs 
between the spider and me. My serenade might 
have appeared to have the desired effect – the 
spider was drawn towards me. But it is a silent 
response. Somewhere along the chain of 
vibrations, my audible humming and singing 
were at the same time creating a sound inaudible 
to me – perhaps a fly, perhaps a male spider, or 
perhaps the singing of a teenage girl. 
Seeing the spider’s response was not 
enough, I wanted to be able to hear the sounds 
as she plucked at her web - to create a duet 
rather than a solo serenade. The vibrations of her 
web were too quiet for me to hear, so I had to 
find a way of amplifying them. I  focused a  small 
laser beam at the strands of web and on the 
other side was a photodetector. As the web 
vibrated, it would repeatedly break the beam of 
light going into the detector. That way, I could 
record the visible frequency of the vibrations and 
turn it into sound. I could hear the spider 
plucking its web in response to my own 
singing.[4]  
Is this what the spider hears? Her 
vibrations reached me through a path of 
materials: from her plucking leg, through the silk, 
the laser, the photodetector, the electrical wires, 
the computer software, the sound speakers, the 
air, to my ears. It hints at a world of sound that is 
hidden to me, and to access it I must transform 
it. The spider and I are joined together through a 
path of vibrating silk, but this connection does 
not imply shared meaning. The sound of spider 
silk acts as a mediator between worlds, hinting at 
ways of being and experiencing beyond the 
human.   
Eleanor Morgan 
Gossamer Days: Spiders, Humans, and Their Threads  
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